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A meeting of CSO representatives and Bank staff took place in Cairo, Egypt to discuss the proposed revision to the World Bank’s Disclosure Policy.  The proposed revisions are presented in the Approach Paper, Toward Greater Transparency: Rethinking the World Bank’s Disclosure Policy. The meeting was held at the World Bank’s Public Information Center (PIC) located at the Institute of National Planning (INP) in Cairo. A list of participants is included in this summary.  

Bank participants included: Fadia Saadah, from the Operations Policy and Country Services group; Sidi Boubacar (Lead Operations Officer Cairo office); Dina El Nagger, Eman Wahby and Nehal El Kouesny (regional External Affairs team ).  

The presentation of the new disclosure policy focused on the rationale and principles and was followed by an interactive Q and A session that provided a good opportunity for each participant to voice their views and concerns. 

Issues Raised by Participants.  The following is a summary of the issues raised during the meeting, organized around the key issues/questions.  

The General Approach.  Participants acknowledged that the consultation process and the new disclosure policy was a meaningful step toward opening space for a higher level of CSO engagement in what has been traditionally regarded as a “strictly bilateral relationship” between the World Bank and governments.  Views were mixed, however, regarding how far the new policy would go in terms of achieving this “paradigm shift” in disclosure in countries where the regulatory framework and culture to promote free access to information remains lacking or underdeveloped.  There was also a call for more engagement of CSOs in the development process.  Several participants stated  the Bank’s mission for poverty reduction can be facilitated by creating more space for CSOs to become more involved in policy dialogue, and the project cycle starting from concept stage to evaluation. 

As for the views regarding the current policy, one of the participants expressed satisfaction about the amount of information that the Bank disclosed in the recent period. He cited the example that he was able to access reports and data that dates back to the year 1997. He felt that Egyptian CSOs could benefit from Bank’s disclosure experience since many CSOs refuse to publish their annual financial statements.  However, the remaining participants argued the need for more information and openness from the Bank and for a better consultation process.  Moreover, they identified the need for providing the information as early as possible. 

The Proposed Exceptions. While the principle of “maximum access to information” was well acknowledged, the majority of participants questioned the composition of the proposed list of “exceptions.”  Some regarded the proposed exceptions list as “vague” or “general” and a possible excuse for not disclosing information.  Participants asked for clarity on the principles and criteria governing the list of exceptions.  With the exception of personal staff information, Board papers and internal emails, some participants questioned the rationale for classifying country-owned information as confidential given that it did not relate to military programs and/or national security issues.  Bank staff acknowledged the need for consistent criteria stating that such a concern also emerged from other consultations and will be considered carefully in the final disclosure policy that will be presented to the Board of Directors.  

As for the materials related to the deliberative process , while there was acknowledgment that the Bank needs the space to discuss various issues, participants asked for ways in which the Bank can share more outcomes of such processes.  Questions were also raised about the scope of “confidential country-owned information.”(see below)

Country-owned information. There were diverse views about this issue.  One participant expressed the view that disclosure by the Bank of country-owned information should be decided in consultation with the country since such information could negatively affect the country’s stability and economy. Another argued that article 19 of the ICCPR should be the basis for FOI and that it is important all information be released and disclosed to enable CSOs to facilitate public accountability of their respective governments’ performance.  A third view was that the the Approach Paper did not sufficiently address the issue of disclosing country-owned information and expressed the concern that that this might in some cases lead to withholding information. Other  participants held the view that the disclosure of country-owned information should be governed by consistent, clear and transparent criteria.  Participants noted that the importance of disclosure as it may help in ensuring transparency and monitoring the accountability of governments to their public constituencies. Participants also stressed the importance of maximizing access to information about projects in a timely manner and at an early phase to allow for various inputs to be considered, where possible. 

Timelines for Declassifying Information. The majority of participants disagreed with the 20-year timeline and argued that waiting 20 years to declassify certain historical information that might be relevant for addressing policy recommendations, project-related issues and concerns was unacceptable.  They expressed the view that the timeline should be as short as possible.  To this end, 5-year timeline could be considered as the maximum and some participants asked if that period could be made even shorter to allow for effective use of the information. 

Audited Financial Statements of Projects. Participants agreed that these statements should be disclosed at all stages.  The disclosure of this information would help counter corruption and enforce the citizen’s right to know what goes on within projects and how these funds were used to achieve development objectives.

Translation. Several participants underlined the significance of making documents available in the local language – Arabic- and in a timely manner to enable communities, CSOs and parliamentarians across MENA make a meaningful contribution to World Bank programs in their countries. Bank staff noted their concerns.

Appeals Process.  Participants welcomed the Bank’s proposal to create an Appeals Process. They underlined, as stated in the Approach Paper, that it is important to include third parties in the Appeals Panel. One participant demanded issuance of clear criteria for involvement of these third parties. Some participants also advocated the need for the creation of a seat for CSOs in the current governance structure of the World Bank Group.

Timeline for consultations and final paper.  Participants asked about the timeline for this process and if it had been extended as this consultation took place after the initial closing date. Bank staff explained that the Bank was currently looking into this issue and that the views from the meeting were important inputs in that regards.  One participant requested that the final revised paper be shared with CSOs at the time of its presentation to the Board. Bank staff will look into this and communicate this among recommendations to senior management.
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This summary is not intended as a transcript of the consultations but covers the key issues and questions raised by the participants in the consultations sessions. It will be shared with Bank management and Board of directors.  
